Translating Timelessness: The Relationship between Vladimir Nabokov’s Conclusive Evidence, Drugie berega and Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited by Cooper, S. L.
Kent Academic Repository
Full text document (pdf)
Copyright & reuse
Content in the Kent Academic Repository is made available for research purposes. Unless otherwise stated all
content is protected by copyright and in the absence of an open licence (eg Creative Commons), permissions 
for further reuse of content should be sought from the publisher, author or other copyright holder. 
Versions of research
The version in the Kent Academic Repository may differ from the final published version. 
Users are advised to check http://kar.kent.ac.uk for the status of the paper. Users should always cite the 
published version of record.
Enquiries
For any further enquiries regarding the licence status of this document, please contact: 
researchsupport@kent.ac.uk
If you believe this document infringes copyright then please contact the KAR admin team with the take-down 
information provided at http://kar.kent.ac.uk/contact.html
Citation for published version
Cooper, S. L.  (2018) Translating Timelessness: The Relationship between Vladimir Nabokov’s
Conclusive Evidence, Drugie berega and Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited.   Modern
Language Review, 113  (1).   pp. 39-56.  ISSN 0026-7937.
DOI
https://doi.org/10.5699/modelangrevi.113.1.0039






Translating Timelessness: The RelationVKLSEHWZHHQ9ODGLPLU1DERNRY¶V Conclusive 
Evidence, Drugie berega and Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited 
Originally published in Modern Language Review, 113.1, January 2018 
Comparing the three full-length versions of 9ODGLPLU1DERNRY¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\ reveals 
shifts in the way he imagines his reader as he moves between languages. In all three versions, 
Nabokov seeks to share his experience of timelessness with the reader, but the strategies 
1DERNRYGHSOR\VFKDQJHDFFRUGLQJWRKLVVKLIWLQJH[SHFWDWLRQVRIWKHUHDGHU¶VUHDFWLRQV
1DERNRY¶VWXVVOHVZLWKEdmund Wilson over Russian history and literature influence the 
way he imagines the reader of Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited. The creation of 
a ludic text which prompts a re-thinking of patterns of perception offers a way of 
DFFRPPRGDWLQJWKHDXWKRU¶VDPELYDOHQWIHHOLQJVWRZDUGVWKHUHDGHUZKRLVGHVLUHGDVD
friend as much as he is feared as an enemy. 
 
µ$QLQH[SHULHQFHGheraldist resembles a medieval traveler who brings back from the East the 
faunal fantasies influenced by the domestic bestiary he possessed all along rather than by the 
UHVXOWVRIGLUHFW]RRORJLFDOH[SORUDWLRQ¶1 This sentence, from the third chapter of the third 
IXOOYHUVLRQRI9ODGLPLU1DERNRY¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\suggests a fruitful practice of memory is 
oriented towards otherness. In this simile, the person who remembers well discovers new 
forms of life, while the person who remembers poorly only sees in the world what his mind 
projects into it. 0LVWDNLQJWKHFRQWHQWVRIRQH¶VRZQPLQGIRUWKHZRUOG stops one seeing the 
self and the past. Such solipsism is insidious in its imperceptibility; only encounters with 
RWKHUSHRSOHFDQPDNHRQH¶V VROLSVLVPYLVLEOH7KLVLVWKHFDVHIRUWKHµLQH[SHULHQFHG
KHUDOGLVW¶1DERNRY who remembered the family crest inaccurately in the two previous 
versions of the autobiography, and is about to correct the error. He could do so in the third 
version of the text, because the financial success of Lolita had enabled him to travel to 
Europe, where he met with family members with whom he discussed the past.2 Both the 
genesis of this sentence and the view of memory it proposes signal the value the author places 
on encounters with others. An intersubjective practice of memory leads to a new and richer 
vision of the self and the past. In the light of this, WKHDXWKRU¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHUHDGHUVRI
the autobiography takes on a special importance. The text has often been read as a portrayal 
of timelessness, that is, the experience of being conscious of many different moments as part 
of one complex texture.3 I want to show how its portrayal of timelessness is tied to the pursuit 
of an intersubjective practice of memory. Nabokov engages closely with his imagined 
UHDGHU¶VPHPRU\DQGPHQWDOKDELWVDVSDUWRIKLVTXHVWWRVKDUHKLVVHQVHRIWLPHOHVVQHVV
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 Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited (New York: Knopf, 
1999), p. 35, further references to this edition will appear parenthetically in the text. 
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 Alex Zwerdling, The Rise of the Memoir (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 131±
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Paradoxically, the devices he uses to explore timelessness change over time, as the reader he 
imagines shifts as he translates and revises the text to produce its three full-length versions: 
Conclusive Evidence; Drugie berega [Other Shores] 4 and Speak, Memory: An Autobiography 
Revisited.  
Timelessness is a way into an expanded form of consciousness.5 1DERNRY¶VSXUVXLWRI
timelessness is both a product of and a protection against the many forms of loss he 
H[SHULHQFHGKLVIDWKHU¶VPXUGHUKLVPRWKHU¶VGHDWKDQGKLVLQDELOLW\WRDWWHQGKHUIXQHUDOKLV
flight from Russia aged nineteen; the second flight from dictatorship and war in 1940; his 
loss of Russian as a literary language.6 Timelessness is intertwined with intersubjectivity, 
because relationships with others, alongside art and lepidoptery, are a royal road into 
enriched temporal consciousness. I have looked elsewhere at the genealogy of the 
intertwining of timelessness and intersubjectivity, which Nabokov comes to through the work 
of Frederic W. Myers, who imagines a mode of consciousness where the constraints of time 
and the boundaries of the self would begin to loosen.7 Here I wish to explore the ways in 
ZKLFKWKHLQWHUWZLQLQJRIWLPHOHVVQHVVDQGLQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\VKDSHVWKHIRUPRI1DERNRY¶V
autobiography. 
Paradoxically, for Nabokov to share his past with his readers, he must also share a sense of 
timelessness, because VHHLQJWKHSDVW¶VOD\HUHGFRQQHFWLRQVZLWKWKHSUHVHQWLVWKHPRGHRI
temporal consciousness he most values. Sharing the past with readers in this way is fraught 
with difficulty. Broadly speaking, two kinds of obstacle face Nabokov as he attempts to 
establish an intersubjective portrayal of timelessness. The first is the foreignness of 
timelessness both to everyday experience and to the necessarily linear form of sentences and 
texts. As Christian Moraru notes in a comparison of Nabokovian and Proustian flights from 
time, such writing µGHFLSKHUVWLPHUHDGVEH\RQGFRQWLQJHQWWHPSRUDOLW\DQGLQWKHVDPH
movement enciphers its revelations in a rich (sensible, temporal) imagery [...] It thus decodes 
and instantly recodes its ecstatic revelations ± rewritings, so to speak, of what it has just 
UHDG¶8 Textual portrayals of timelessness entail shifts between ways of perceiving meaning 
for the author and also potentially for his readers. The tension between timely form and 
timeless content places both the writer and his readers in the role of decipherer of enigmas: 
the writer discerns timelessness within experience which appears to be linear; the reader 
discerns timelessness within a text which appears to be linear.  
                                                          
4
 Conclusive Evidence: A Memoir (New York: Harper, 1951); Drugie berega (Ann Arbor: 
Ardis, 1978 [1954]); further references to these editions will appear parenthetically in the 
text. 
5
 Zwerdling, p. 122. 
6
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S. 114). 
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,Q1DERNRY¶VFDVHsuch metaphorical acts of translation are tied to a more literal translation 
of the self)URPLWVLQFHSWLRQ1DERNRY¶VDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOSURMHFWZDVDOVRDUH-invention of 
a literary self in another language.9 Nabokov began to write literary reminiscences as he was 
seeking a way out of Nazi Germany and its fragmenting Russian émigré community in the 
late 1930s. In this period, he produced a collection of essays in English which was sent to a 
British publisher, but the manuscript was never published.10 The first published 
DXWRELRJUDSKLFDOSLHFHZDVµ0DGHPRLVHOOH2¶ZKLFKDSSHDUHGLQ)UHQFKLQWKHMRXUQDO
Mesures.11 Although this piece is generically ambiguous, a translated and revised version of 
it did appear in the final autobiography.12 In 1940, Nabokov left Europe for America, where 
he began publishing autobiographical sketches regularly in The New Yorker, The Atlantic 
Monthly and +DUSHU¶V%D]DDU. The first full-length version of the autobiography appears in 
1951 entitled Conclusive Evidence. Nabokov translates and revises this text to produce the 
Russian Drugie berega [Other Shores] in 1954 and in 1967, a final version emerged, entitled 
Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited.  
The fact that the first and final full-length versions of the text address an Anglophone reader 
means that the aesthetic question of portraying timelessness is tied to a cultural question of 
writing a life whose historical context the readers are unlikely to know. This is a problem for 
the portrayal of timelessness because history and timelessness are closely linked. As 
PHQWLRQHGDERYHWKHOLWHUDU\H[SUHVVLRQRIWLPHOHVVQHVVLVDZD\RISURFODLPLQJWKHDXWKRU¶V
freedom from the loss of homeland, family and first literary language brought about by 
history. To understand timelessness fully, readers need to understand what, precisely, it frees 
the author from. But Nabokov knew from painful experience that many of his Anglophone 
contemporaries did not share his understanding of Russian history. His friendship with 
Edmund Wilson had taught him that literary, well-educated Americans could be troublingly 
blind to the violence of the early Bolshevik regime. As I will go on to show, Nabokov and 
:LOVRQ¶s shift from friendship to enmity, from reading together to reading apart, from mutual 
enrichment to mutual suspicion, drives NDERNRY¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIWKH$QJORSKRQHUHDGHU13 
Although the cultural difficulty of communicating with a reader who does not share the 
author¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI5XVVLDQKLVWRU\PLJKWVHHPGLVWLQFWIURPWKHDHVWKHWLFFKDOOHQJHRI
portraying timelessness within the linear form of a prose narrative, both cause the same 
anxiety in the author. Comparison of the three full-length versions of the autobiography 
suggests Nabokov worries about the solipsism of his imagined reader. He deploys a range of 
devices to ward off approaches to the autobiography where the reader would fail to perceive 
ideas in the text that would be new to him. Nabokov nudges his imagined reader to perceive 
his own unquestioned assumptions, both about reading autobiographical prose and about pre-
Revolutionary Russian history. Both linear time and solipsistic ways of looking at the world 
are presented as barriers which constrain perception of the patterned complexity of the self in 
time. Nabokov stages a series of textual encounters where the reader sees himself seeing as a 
prelude to understanding the Nabokovian conception of history and timelessness. Seeing 
oneself seeing is a solution to the solipsism Nabokov fears in his imagined reader, because it 
calls into question perception and can illuminate the blocks between self and world. The 
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autobiographical text becomes a place of exploration of what can be seen by the author and 
his imagined reader when the barriers between self and world fall.  
Comparison of the three full-length versions of the text shows the degree to which Nabokov 
is concerned with his imagined UHDGHU¶VH[LVWLQJPHPRU\DQGNQRZOHGJHDVKHDWWHPSWVWR
establish an intersubjective portrayal of timelessness. It makes visible the shifts in the way he 
conceives of his reader as he moves between languages. The Russian version is addressed to 
an imagined reader who is familiar enough with Russian literary and political history to make 
VHQVHRI1DERNRY¶VSOD\IXOLURQLFRUJODQFLQJUHIHUHQFHVWRLWThere is evidence in 
Nabokov¶VFRUUHVSondence that he anticipated his English-language reader misunderstanding 
Russian history. Nonetheless, the English-language versions of the text do at times encode a 
reader who understands Russian history. In these instances, there is a lack of coincidence 
between the imagined reader and the encoded reader. By ascribing views he fears in his 
imagined reader to a character in the narration whom the encoded reader is encouraged to see 
as foolish, Nabokov seeks to ward off responses he would dislike. 1DERNRY¶VDQ[LHW\DERXW
the Anglophone reader misunderstanding Russian history is particularly pronounced in 
Speak, Memory, so I focus on a comparison between Drugie berega and the final version 
when exploring this aspect of his relationship to the reader. By contrast, each of the three 
versions offers a valuable perspective on the devices Nabokov deploys to portray 
timelessness in a linear prose narrative. Each version encourages the imagined reader to 
consider his role as if it is being played by another person. Nabokov prompts the reader to see 
the text as a kind of puzzle which calls for combinatorial activity. Placing the imagined 
reader in the role of puzzle-solver or decipherer of enigmas encourages him to see himself 
seeing, because the reader as puzzle-solver is always both seeing the text and considering the 
ways in which he is seeing it. A comparison of the different versions thus illuminates 
1DERNRY¶VVKLIWLQJXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIKLVLPDJLQHGUHDGHUDQGPDNHVYLVLEOHFRQQHFWLons 
between thematic and formal explorations of timelessness, intersubjectivity and play. 
Before beginning the comparison, it is worth establishing why I see the texts as three versions 
of one work. Though each has a different title, the three texts are much more alike than they 
are different. The difference between the titles is in fact deceptive to a degree. The text of 
Conclusive Evidence was published in Britain with the title, Speak, Memory, at the request of 
the publisher.14 Drugie berega is a line taken from the Pushkin SRHPµ9QRY¶\DSRVHWLO¶
MariD0DOLNRYDSRLQWVRXWWKDW1DERNRYWUDQVODWHVWKHWLWOHRIWKLVSRHPDVµ,KDYHUHYLVLWHG¶
VRWKHSUHVHQFHRIWKHZRUGµ5HYLVLWHG¶LQWKHILQDO(QJOLVKWLWOHFDQEHUHDGDVDQDOOXVLRQWR
the same Pushkin poem which gives Drugie berega its title.15 Nabokov also consistently 
refers to the three different versions of the text as one work. In the preface to Speak, Memory, 
he gives an account of the genesis of the text, where he refers to Conclusive Evidence as the 
µILUVWYHUVLRQ¶DQGWRDrugie berega as a translation (Speak, Memory, pp. 5±6). The critic 
GRHVQRWKDYHWREHERXQGE\WKHDXWKRU¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIKLVZRUNEXWDGHWDLOHGFRPSDULVRQ
of the three texts reveals few major structural changes: Chapter Eleven of Conclusive 
Evidence is omitted from Drugie berega but reappears in Speak, Memory, but otherwise the 
broad structural lines of each text are the same. Although Drugie berega and Speak, Memory 
contain additional material not present in Conclusive Evidence, there is very little present in 
Conclusive Evidence that is not also present in the two later versions, which are less new 
endeavours, more significant developments of the first text.  
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 Zwerdling, p. 126. 
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 Nabokov: Avto-bio-grafiia (St Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2002), p. 48. 
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The work of Yury Lotman is helpful for thinking about the ways in which this process of 
translation and revision changes the way Nabokov imagines his reader. Lotman argues that 
µGLDORJLFVSHHFKLVGLVWLQJXLVKHGQRWRQO\E\WKHFRPPRQFRGHRIWZRMX[WDSRVHGXWWHUDQFHV
but also by the presence of a common memory VKDUHGE\DGGUHVVHUDQGDGGUHVVHH¶16 Unless 
the addressee is known to the writer, WKLVGLDORJXHµLVGLUHFWHGWRZDUGDQDEVWUDFWDGGUHVVHH
the extent of whose memory is reconstructed by the addresser as typical of anyone speaking 
WKHJLYHQODQJXDJH¶17 As Nabokov shifts between languages, the memory he imagines his 
reader to have changes. In what follows, I deduce the memory Nabokov ascribes to his 
imagined reader from changes he makes as he revises and translates the text. The memory 
Nabokov imagines his reader to have is only a reconstruction which could be incorrect, and 
indeed is likely to be incorrect for at least some of the many readers of the three versions of 
the text. To signal the difference between the imagined reader, deduced from the text, and 
real readers, who could have a multiplicity of responses, I use the singular for the former and 
the plural for the latter. 
Writing History 
The imagined reader of Drugie berega KDVDOLWHUDU\PHPRU\RIWKHVW\OHRI1DERNRY¶V
Russian predecessors, which is linked to a political memory of pre-Revolutionary Russian 
liberalism. Drugie berega contains playful stylistic pastiches of the work of Bunin and 
Tolstoy which depend on this kind of literary memory, and which are not present in either of 
the English-language versions.18 7KHWH[WFRQWDLQVVHYHUDOHFKRHVRI7ROVWR\¶VDetstvo, the 
fictional autobiography which founded the Russian JHQUHRIWKHµJHQWU\PHPRLU¶According 
to Andrew Baruch :DFKWHO7ROVWR\¶VDetstvo gave birth to this genre, which portrays 
childhood as a time of great sensitivity and great happiness. In the sheltering world of a 
country estateWKHFKLOG¶VVHQVLWLYLW\LVIRVWHUHGE\WKHDGXOWVDURXQGKLPZKRDre a 
benevolent presence in his life.19 1DERNRY¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\FRQIRUPVWRWKHVHJHQHUDO
characteristics of the genre, and it also contains some specific echoes of Detstvo. As in 
7ROVWR\¶VWH[WWKH VHFRQGFKDSWHULVGHYRWHGWRDSRUWUDLWRIWKHFKLOG¶VPRther, while the 
third chapter depicts his father. Nabokov inserts knowing comments on the close relationship 
between the memories of the childhood he is narrating and the content of nineteenth-century 
Russian texts. He mentions, for example, that an old tennis cRXUWGDWHGEDFNWRµNDUHQLQVNLH 
vremena¶DQGWKDWWKHNLQGRIFKLOGKRRGKHKDGQRZRQO\H[LVWVµY sovsem staroi russkoi 
OLWHUDWXUH¶ (Drugie berega, p. 34; p. 51)1DERNRY¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIVXFKDUHODWLRQVKLS
between nineteenth-century fiction and KLVRZQOLIHDFFRUGVZLWK$OH[DQGHU'ROLQLQ¶VYLHZ
of Nabokov in his Russian-ODQJXDJHZULWLQJDVERWKµVHOI-FRQVFLRXV¶DQGµWUDGLWLRQ-
FRQVFLRXV¶20 Nabokov engages with the Russian canon as he writes his own life, suggesting 
that his life and the life of Russian literature can be seen as consubstantial. As Maria 
Malikova points out, there is an irony to this invocation of the continuation of the life of 
RusVLDQOLWHUDWXUHLQ1DERNRY¶Vlife, as Drugie berega recounts the circumstances of his exile 
                                                          
16
 Yury M. Lotman, µ7KH7H[WDQGWKH6WUXFWXUHRI,WV$XGLHQFH¶WUDQVE\$QQ6KXNPDQ
New Literary History, 14 (1982), 81±87 (p. 83). 
17
 Lotman, p. 82. 
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 6HH*HQH%DUDEWDUORµ7RWKH2WKHU6KRUH¶The Nabokovian, 21 (1988), 33±35 (pp. 34±35) 
for an analysis of Drugie berega¶VKRPDJHWR%XQLQ 
19
 Andrew Baruch Wachtel, The Battle for Childhood: Creation of a Russian Myth (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), pp. 83±131. 
20
 µ1DERNRYDVD5XVVLDQ:ULWHU¶LQThe Cambridge Companion to Nabokov, ed. by Julian 
W. Connolly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 49±64 (p. 59). 
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from Russia and is itself a translation and revision of a text written originally in English.21 In 
its construction of such ironic echoes between his own life-writing and fictional and 
autobiographical portrayals of Russian childhoods from the previous century, Drugie berega 
is oriented towards an imagined reader who is familiar enough with nineteenth-century 
Russian literature to perceiYH1DERNRY¶VSOD\IXOrewritings of it. 
The inscription of Drugie berega within the genre of the gentry memoir also assumes a 
reader with a political memory of pre-Revolutionary Russian liberalism. Although not all 
ZULWHUVRIJHQWU\PHPRLUVZHUH5XVVLDQOLEHUDOV1DERNRY¶VLQVFULSWLRQRIKis text within this 
genre is a way of contesting Bolshevik views of Russian history. Both Conclusive Evidence 
and Speak, Memory share some of the aspects of Drugie berega oriented towards a reader 
with a literary memory of the gentry memoir, but those aspects of Drugie berega which 
encode a reader with a political memory of Russian liberalism are significantly different in 
Conclusive Evidence and Speak, Memory. 1DERNRYJLYHVGHWDLOVRIKLVIDWKHU¶VSROLWLFDO
activities to his English-language reader, but assumes knowledge of them in his Russian-
language reader (Speak, Memory, pp. 17±18; Drugie berega, p. 21). Where the liberalism of 
1DERNRY¶VIDWKHULVH[SODLQHGWRWKH(QJOLVK-language reader, in the Russian-language text it 
is implicit in, for example, WKHJRRGUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQ1DERNRY¶VIDPLO\DQGWKHLU
servants. Growing up in a world of benevolent human relationships is a trope of the gentry 
memoir, and in Drugie berega it serves to undermine the view of the new Bolshevik 
government as a change for the better for most Russians. Passages on the Nabokov family 
servants are added to Drugie berega which are not present in Conclusive Evidence nor in 
Speak, Memory (Drugie berega, p. 34; p. 38). Since many of the additions to Conclusive 
Evidence that were made as Nabokov translated it to produce Drugie berega do survive into 
Speak, Memory, the omission of the passages on servants from the final version is significant. 
It suggests that Nabokov worries that mentions of domestic servants to his imagined 
Anglophone reader will situate his family as part of an oppressive class and disrupt the 
portrayal he is offHULQJRIKLVIDWKHU¶Vliberalism. Where Nabokov does make such allusions 
LQWKH(QJOLVKYHUVLRQVKHDFFRPSDQLHVWKHPZLWKUHPDUNVWKDWSRLQWXSKLVIDPLO\¶VNLQGQHVV
to their employees and the harsh treatment they would go on to suffer under Bolshevik rule 
(Speak, Memory, pp. 30±31; p. 58). By contrast, in Drugie berega, Nabokov does not usually 
explain to the reader that the lives of his family servants were much better before the October 
Revolution. Instead, he assumes a political memory RIKLVIDPLO\¶VOLEHUDOLVPDQd the often 
negative HIIHFWVRIWKH%ROVKHYLNJRYHUQPHQWRQWKHOLYHVRI5XVVLD¶VSRRU  
The political memory Nabokov ascribes to his Russian-language reader becomes even clearer 
through a comparison of references to Soviet violence in Drugie berega and Speak, Memory. 
In Drugie berega, Nabokov refers to early Soviet violence in ways that suggest he imagines 
the reader already knows about it and shares his view of it as abhorrent (Drugie berega, p. 
18; p. 21). In Conclusive Evidence and even more so in Speak, Memory, by contrast, 
Nabokov seems to imagine a reader who is sceptical of his views on Bolshevik violence, 
because he deploys strategies to ward off readings of Russian history with which he 
disagrees. /RWPDQ¶VHVVD\RQ WKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHDGGUHVVHH¶VPHPRU\LVRQFHPRUHKHOSIXO
here. Lotman describes a process where the author can address unknown readers as if they 
were known readers, as for example when Pushkin includes an allusion to an unpublished 
poem that only his close friends from school could have read. Lotman argues that this creates 
a kind of complicity between the author and his readers, because it places the readers in the 
position of people who know the author very well. By encoding a reader within the text who 
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is very close to the author, Pushkin might succeed in establishing a relationship with his real 
readers that is closer than it otherwise would have been.22 
Something of the converse of this process occurs in the final version of Speak, Memory. 
Whereas Pushkin projects the good memory of those close to him on to his readers, Nabokov 
projects the faulty memory of someone who has become distant from him on to his 
readership. He draws on his experience of disagreeing with Edmund Wilson over Russian 
history to imagine the response of his unknown readers to Speak, Memory. He then embeds a 
Wilsonian response to his text as a way of encouraging his readers to take their distance from 
it. This dynamic becomes visible through a comparison of WKHDXWKRU¶VFRUUHVSRndence with 
Edmund Wilson and the text of Speak, Memory. In one letter, Nabokov sets out to correct 
:LOVRQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHSHULRGMXVWDIWHUWKH2FWREHU5HYROXWLRQ7KLVFRPHVLQWKH
FRQWH[WRI:LOVRQ¶VKRUURUDW6WDOLQ¶VXVHRf violence. Nabokov writes: 
:KDW\RXQRZVHHDVDFKDQJHIRUWKHZRUVHµ6WDOLQLVP¶LQWKHUHJLPHLVUHDOO\D
change for the better in knowledge on your part. The thunderclap of administrative 
purges woke you up (something that the moans in Solovki or at the Lubianka had not 
EHHQDEOHWRGRVLQFHWKH\DIIHFWHGPHQRQZKRVHVKRXOGHUV6W/HQLQ¶VKDQGKDG
lain. You (or Dos Passos, or Rahv) will mention with horror the names of Ezhov and 




political parties in the Duma. He ends ZLWKWKHFRPPHQWµ,WKLQN,VKDOOHYHQWXDOO\SROLVK
this letter and publish it soPHZKHUH¶As Simon Karlinsky notes, a version of this passage did 
end up in Speak, Memory.24 ,Q1DERNRY¶VFRPPHQWDWWKHHQGRIWKHOHWWHUhis orientation 
towards the memory of a known addressee, Wilson, shifts and becomes an orientation 
towards unknown addressees, the readers of a published text. 
 
When Nabokov addresses his unknown reader in Speak, Memory, he embeds the same kinds 
of points he makes to Wilson, but instead of addressing them to the reader directly, he 
ascribes the need for a Russian history lesson to a character from his university years. He 
FDOOVWKLVFKDUDFWHUµ1HVELW¶LQKLV\RXQJHU\HDUVDQGµ,EVHQ¶LQODWHUOLIH7KHUHYHUVDORIKLV
name signals the reversal of his position on Soviet violence. 1DERNRYGHVFULEHV1HVELW¶V
misunderstandings of Russian history in the following terms: 
 
In the early twenties Nesbit had mistaken his own ebullient idealism for a romantic 
DQGKXPDQHVRPHWKLQJLQ/HQLQ¶VJKDVWO\UXOH,EVHQLQWKHGD\VRIWKHQROHVV
ghastly Stalin, was mistaking a quantitative increase in his own knowledge for a 
qualitative change in the Soviet regime. The thunder-clap of purges that had affected 
µROG%ROVKHYLNV¶WKHKHURHVRIKLV\RXWKKDGJLYHQKLPDVDOXWDU\VKRFNVRPHWKLQJ
WKDWLQ/HQLQ¶VGD\DOOWKHJURDQVFRPLQJIURPWKH Solovki forced labor camp or the 
Lubyanka dungeon had not been able to do. With horror he pronounced the name of 
Ezhov and Yagoda ± but quite forgot their predecessors, Uritsky and Dzherzhinsky. 
While time had improved his judgement regarding contemporaneous Soviet affairs, he 
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did not bother to reconsider the preconceived notions of his youth, and still saw in 
/HQLQ¶VVKRUWUHLJQDNLQGRIquinquennium Neronis. (Speak, Memory, pp. 212±13) 
 
Here, there is a difference between the way Nabokov imagines the reader and the reader who 
is encoded in the text. A comparison of Drugie berega and Speak, Memory, alongside the 
correspondence with Edmund Wilson, suggests that Nabokov was anxious that the readers of 
Speak, Memory would VKDUH:LOVRQ¶VYLHZRIWKHHDUO\\HDUVRIWKH6RYLHWUHJLPH+RZHYHU
WKHUHDGHUZKRLVDGGUHVVHGLQWKLVSDVVDJHGRHVQRWVKDUHZKDW1DERNRYVHHVDV:LOVRQ¶V
misunderstanding. Rather, this misunderstanding is projected on to a character within the text 
and the encoded reader is someone who understands Nesbit/Ibsen¶VHUURU%\DGGUHVVLQJWKH
UHDGHUDVLIKHVKDUHVWKHDXWKRU¶VYLHZRIHDUO\6RYLHWYLROHQFHHYHQWKRXJKKHVXVSHFWVWKLV
is not the case, Nabokov nudges his reader to occupy his own standpoint on this issue.  
 
1DERNRY¶VFRPPHQWVRQWKHIDXOWLQHVVRI1HVELW/Ibsen¶VPHPRU\OLQNVEDFNWRKLVUHPDUNV
about the faultiness of his own memory quoted earlier. Like the inexperienced heraldist, 
Nesbit/Ibsen is mixed up about the origin of his perceptions; he thinks he is seeing the world, 
but he is only seeing what his own mind has projected. The solution to this problem is not 
greater access to information; all the information Nesbit would have needed to understand the 
QDWXUHRI/HQLQ¶VUHJLPHZDVUHDGLO\ DYDLODEOHµJURDQVFRPLQJIURPWKH6RORYNLIRUFHGODERU
FDPS¶. When the same information reaches Ibsen in a different form (the people inflicting 
and enduring the suffering have different names, although the suffering itself is the same), he 
can see it. The re-DUUDQJHPHQWRIWKHOHWWHUVRIµ1HVELW¶WRIRUPµ,EVHQ¶SHUKDSVVLJQDOVWKH
nature of the revelation as a re-perception of the same elements in a different form. In this 
VHQVH1HVELW,EVHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKH5XVVLDQSDVW is an aesthetic problem as much as it is 
a problem of historical knowledge. 7KHVROXWLRQWRVXFKVROLSVLVPLVWKHµVDOXWDU\VKRFN¶RI
seeing oneself as another, which is linked elsewhere in the text to the thrill of art (Speak, 
Memory, p. 177). This idea is embedded in the form of the text, because by depicting 
someone responding to Russian history as Nesbit does, Nabokov has his imagined reader see 
his own responses as if they belong to someone else. 7KLVLGHDLVDOVRSUHVHQWLQ1DERNRY¶V
double shift into the third person to speak about his own mistake with the family crest; where 
he appears first as an inexperienced heraldist and then as a medieval traveller. Together these 
passages suggest that solipsism is feared both in the self and in the reader, and that one 
solution to solipsism is seeing oneself as another through artful re-LPDJLQDWLRQVRIRQH¶VRZQ
identity. 
 
Comparison of approaches to history in the Russian and English-language versions of the text 
suggests that Nabokov seeks to establish an intersubjective practice of memory in his 
autobiographical writing by creating a text which engages closely with his LPDJLQHGUHDGHU¶V
existing literary and political memory. In Drugie beregaWKHUHDGHU¶VH[LVWLQJOLWHUDU\DQG
political memory is a kind of resource the author draws on to express in plangent tones his 
rootedness in a world which no longer exists. The irony of this portrait depends on the 
UHDGHU¶VNQRZOHGJHRIWKHWUDGLWLRQVLWLQVFULEHVLWVHOILQDQGWKHLUGLVDSSHDUDQFHIn the 
English-language version of the text, E\FRQWUDVWWKHPHPRU\RI1DERNRY¶VLPDJLQHGUHDGHU
LVDWKUHDWWRKLVSRUWUD\DORIKLVSDVW5DWKHUWKDQHQJDJLQJZLWKWKHUHDGHU¶VSROLWLFDODQG
historical memory as a resource, he sets out to correct it by staging an encounter between his 
imagined reader and Nesbit/Ibsen, a textual version of that reader. This clearing of what 
Nabokov sees as an historical misunderstanding is a necessary prelude to the portrayal of 









of timelessness seeks a particularly close form of contact between the mind of the author and 
that of his reader. Nabokov both portrays his experiences of artistic play and seeks to engage 
the reader in a ludic relationship by structuring the text as a game the reader is invited to play, 
because the perception of timelessness is itself a form of play. Readers are unlikely to 
approach the text as a game spontaneously, so how does Nabokov engage his imagined 
UHDGHULQWKHSOD\IXOSHUFHSWLRQRIWLPHOHVVQHVV",QZKDWIROORZV,ORRNILUVWDWWKHµWKHPDWLF
GHVLJQV¶ZKLFKUXQWKURugh the text, and at the reasons for seeing them as a kind of game, 
before considering the devices Nabokov deploys to encourage the reader to play the game he 
has set up. 
Nabokov gives his text a structure which expresses his experience of timelessness through the 
FUHDWLRQRIµWKHPDWLFGHVLJQV¶, sets of images which are dispersed throughout the text and can 
be brought together to form a kind of network. These images include rainbows, gardens and 
parks, trains and tunnels, butterflies, and nets, among others. Such networks lend the text a 
coherence arising from artistic consciousness, rather than chronology. The structure of the 
WH[WDFWVDVDSRUWUD\DORILWVDXWKRU¶VPLQGEHFDXVHWhe reader who perceives the thematic 
designs sees the kinds of connections tKHDXWKRU¶VPLQG discerns in apparently random 
material. As well as this, the themes themselves are a series of images of artistic 
consciousness. Rainbows, produced by a ray of light changing its trajectory as it enters a new 
medium, offer an image of an exilic artistic consciousness, which produces beauty from a 
moment of fracture7KHVZHUYLQJSDWKRIDUD\RIOLJKWHQWHULQJDSULVPHFKRHVWKHNQLJKW¶V
move, that metaphor for literary evolution which Nabokov first encountered in the work of 
Victor Shklovsky and which recurs throughout his writing as an image for the productively 
oblique moves of literary thinking under constraint. Rainbows are linked to literary creation 
in the autobiography, because the pavilion where Nabokov writes his first poem is described 
DVµDFRDJXODWHGUDLQERZ¶DQG1DERNRY¶VQDUUDWLRQRIWKLVHYHQWLVLQWHUWH[WXDOO\UHODWHGWR
Romantic poetry on rainbows (Speak, Memory, p. 167).25 Rainbows are connected to the 
EHJLQQLQJVRI1DERNRY¶VFUHDWLYHOLIHDQGWKH\DUHDOVROLQNHGWRKLVELUWKLQKLVPRWKHU¶V
room, where later he will play with her rainbow-coloured jewels and observe the coloured 
lights of the imperial street decorations through the window (Speak, Memory, p. 168; p. 22). 
As is well known by now, Nabokov left clues about the inter-UHODWHGQDWXUHRIWKHWH[W¶V
SDWWHUQVLQLWVLQGH[ZKHUHWKHHQWU\IRUµ&RORUHG+HDULQJ¶UHIHUVWKHUHDGHUWRµ6WDLQHG
*ODVV¶ZKLFKLQWXUQWDkes him WRµ-HZHOVDQG3DYLOLon¶. The thematic design of rainbows 
offers one example of the way such networks of imagery offer portrayals of artistic 
consciousness at the level of both content and form. 
The master-theme which brings together all the thematic designs of the text is game-playing 
and puzzle-VROYLQJ*DPHVDQGSX]]OHVUHFXULQWKHWH[WIURPWKH\RXQJ1DERNRY¶VMLJVDZ
puzzles with his mother, to his later fascination with chess puzzles, to the final lines of the 
text, which see him playing a kind of puzzle with his young son (Speak, Memory, p. 27; pp. 
226±30; p. 243). Ludic activity offers an image of artistic consciousness because game-
playing, like artistic perception, is connected to the fascination of discerning patterns, 
engaging with trickery, encountering the movements of another mind, and free assent to a set 
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of constraints. Each of the themes is connected to play in some way: trains appear as toy 
trains; rainbows as the rainbow colours of the jewels Nabokov plays with; nets as butterfly 
nets and tennis rackets (Speak, Memory, p. 16; p. 22; p. 27). Game-playing and puzzle-
solving are also the activities through which the thematic designs are created and perceived. 
,QQRWHVSUHVHUYHGDPRQJVW1DERNRY¶VGUDIWVRI the first version of Conclusive Evidence, he 
jots down all the themes which run through the text. He then draws a diagram suggesting that 
the theme of games and puzzles is a kind of master-WKHPHVKDSLQJWKHUHDGHU¶VDSSUHKHQVLRQ
of the other themes present in the text.26 This idea is also expressed in the posthumously 
published sixteenth chapter of the autobiography, which is disguised as a review of the text 
by another writer. Here Nabokov describes the structure of the text in the following way: 
µ7KHUHDre some main lines and there are numerous subordinate ones, and all of them are 
combined in a way recalling chess compositions, riddles of various kinds, but tending to their 
FKHVVDSRWKHRVLVIRUP¶Speak, Memory, p. 249). The form of the text is ludic; the imagined 
reader is invited to SHUFHLYHWKHDUWLVW¶VPLQGDWSOD\E\MRLQLQJKLPLQWKHJDPHRISHUFHLYLQJ
thematic designs. 
For the text to work in this way, readers need to see the text as a game, but they are unlikely 
to do so spontaneously. 3KLOLSSH/HMHXQH¶VFDQRQLFDOGHILQLWLRQRIDXWRELRJUDSK\DVµXQ
récit rétrospectif en prose TX¶une personne réelle fait de sa propre existence, lorsqX¶HOOHPHW
O¶accent sur sa vie indLYLGXHOOHHQSDUWLFXOLHUVXUO¶KLVWRLUHGHVDSHUVRQQDOLWp¶, though 
formulated after the publication of Speak, Memory, nonetheless identifies the expectation that 
twentieth-century readers are likely to have of autobiography as a genre which offers a 
narrative of personality development, rather than a ludic portrayal of the simultaneity of 
different moments within the mind of the artist.27 How then does Nabokov prompt the reader 
to play the game of the text? In what follows I look at three strategies he pursues. Firstly, he 
encourages his reader to reflect on what it means to read autobiography, and to approach the 
genre as he does. Secondly, he makes a degree of non-chronological reading necessary for an 
understanding of the literal sense of the text in its final version, suggesting that his 
commitment to a ludic relationship with the reader grows as time passes. Thirdly, he embeds 
an example of a failure to read in new ways. Together these strategies are designed to 
transmit to the imagined reader authorial expectations of his behaviour. 
Very early on in all full-length versions of the autobiography, Nabokov tells an anecdote 
which acts as a springboard for an articulation of his view of how the genre should work. The 
anecdote LVDERXWDIULHQGRIKLVIDWKHU¶VFDOOHG.XURSDWNLQ and it draws attention to the 
importance of thematic designs. Kuropatkin would do magic tricks with matches for 
Nabokov as a child and, many years later, he DVNHG1DERNRY¶VIDWKHUIRUDOLJKWZKLOHGUHVVHG
as a peasant as part of an attempt to escape from the Bolshevik authorities (Conclusive 





SXUSRVHRIDXWRELRJUDSK\¶VHHPVWRGHVFULEHDXWKRULDODFWLYLW\LWFDQ also be read as a veiled 
instruction to readers to follow the thematic designs present within the text. This moment of 
WKHWH[WILWV0LFKDHO6KHULQJKDP¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIZKDWKDSSHQVZKHQDQDXWRELRJUDSKHU
addresses the role of his imagined reader6KHULQJKDP¶VIormulation of the dynamic of such 
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moments clarifies how it is connected to an intersubjective, ludic form of memory in 
1DERNRY¶VZRUN6KHULQJKDPZULWHVWKDWUHIOHFWLRQVRQWKHUROHRIWKHUHDGHUHPHUJHµZKHQ
questions of methodology, protocol, intention, DQGGLVDYRZDODUHEURDFKHG¶28 
Autobiographical reflections on the role of the reader lead to a form of imagined role reversal 
between author and reader. At such moments: 
the writer temporarily disengages from the act of narration, as well as from the 
protaJRQLVW6\PPHWULFDOO\DSRWHQWLDOPXWDWLRQRFFXUVLQWKHUHDGHU¶VUROH)URP
being cast as the passive consumer of the tale, he or she is summoned to a certain 
vigilance about the prevailing conditions of reading. The writer vicariously crosses 
the boundary that separates writing from reading and tries to anticipate and 
LQFRUSRUDWHLQDGYDQFHWKHUHDGHU¶VUHFHSWLRQ&RUUHVSRQGLQJO\WKHUHDGHUKDVWR
cross over the other way and imagine what it was like to write the text ± and what it 
would have been like to be concerned about its reception.29 
This disengagement from the act of narration is present in 1DERNRY¶VVKLIWDZD\IURPWHOOLQJ
WKHDQHFGRWHWRDGLVFXVVLRQRILWVµSRLQW¶1DERNRY¶VUHIHUHQFHWRµWKHWUXHSXUSRVHRI
DXWRELRJUDSK\¶ alerts the reader to the question of method, as it suggests a felt authorial need 
to clear away possible misunderstandings among his readership about the nature of the genre. 
Even as this authorial anxiety leads to a kind of distancing of both author and reader from the 
material at hand, it opens a space for a potentially very close relationship between the two. As 
LQ6KHULQJKDP¶VGHVFULSWLRQ1DERNRY¶VLPSOLFLWLQVWUXFWLRQVRQ reading his text offer his 
imagined reader the opportunity to place himself in the position of the writer and vice versa. 
Here the imagined reader is encouraged to stand outside his own reading habits and consider 
them anew, just as the imagined reader who sees himself in Nesbit/Ibsen is offered the 
opportunity to see himself as another and so to see the world differently.  
Real readers are of course always free to ignore the implicit instruction Nabokov gives early 
in the text and read from beginning to end without engaging in the kinds of combinatorial 
activity the text prompts. In the case of both Conclusive Evidence and Drugie berega, the 
UHDGHUZKRFKRRVHVQRWWRIROORZWKHWH[W¶VWKHPDWLFGHVLJQVZLOOVWLOOEe able to make sense 
of it. However, in the final version of the text, Nabokov includes sentences whose literal 
sense will be obscure unless the reader is willing to bring together distant parts of the text. 
This is especially the case in the sixth chapter of the autobiography, which is devoted to 
lepidoptery. Here, Nabokov portrays butterfly-hunting as a thread joining the different places 
in his life together. Where the shifts between languages in his writing speak of the tumult of 
history introducing dislocation into his authorial career, lepidoptery runs as one unbroken 
seam through his life (Speak, Memory, p. 95). Nabokov ends Chapter Six by making explicit 
the link between lepidoptery and timelessness: 
 I confess I do not believe in time. I like to fold my magic carpet, after use, in such a 
 way as to superimpose one part of the pattern upon another. Let visitors trip. And the 
 highest enjoyment of timelessness ± in a landscape selected at random ± is when I 
 stand among rare butterflies and their food plants. This is ecstasy and behind the  
 ecstasy is something else, which is hard to explain. It is like a momentary vacuum 
 into which rushes all that I love. (Speak, Memory, p. 106) 
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Nabokov makes changes to this chapter so that the interweaving of the concepts of pattern, 
superimposition and timelessness becomes more salient. In the final version, the reader must 
engage in recombination of the given chronology to make sense of the text at a literal level. 
To look at these changes and the effects they have I will examine the narration of the first 
sighting of the Swallowtail in Conclusive Evidence, Drugie berega and Speak, Memory. In 
Conclusive Evidence, the earliest full-OHQJWKYHUVLRQRIWKHDXWRELRJUDSK\1DERNRY¶VILUVW
sighting of the Swallowtail is narrDWHGLQWKHIROORZLQJVHQWHQFHµ2QVRPHKRQH\VXFNOHQHDU
the veranda, I had happened to see a Swallowtail ± a splendid, pale-yellow creature with 
black blotches and blue crenulations, and a cinnabar eyespot above each chrome-rimmed 
EODFNWDLO¶Conclusive Evidence, p. 80) Though this is the most straightforward of all the 
QDUUDWLRQVRIWKLVPRPHQWHYHQKHUHWKHDGMHFWLYHµFKURPH-ULPPHG¶IXVHVWKHSHULRGRI
1DERNRY¶VFKLOGKRRGEHIRUHWKHLQYHQWLRQRIFKURPHSODWLQJDQGKLVODWHU$PHULFDQSHULRG
introducing a note of timelessness to the narrative perspective.30 In the Russian version, 
Nabokov maintains the interweaving of child and adult perspectives and adds an evocation of 
WKHHFVWDV\WKLVPRPHQWLQVSLUHVLQKLP+HZULWHVµɹɭɜɢɞɟɥɩɟɪɜɨɝɨɫɜɨɟɝɨɦɚɯɚɨɧɚ± ɞɨ
ɫɢɯɩɨɪɚɨɧɢɱɟɫɤɨɟɨɛɚɹɧɢɟɷɬɢɯɝɨɥɵɯɝɥɚɫɧɵɯɧɚɩɨɥɧɹɟɬɦɟɧɹɤɚɤɢɦ-ɬɨ
ɜɨɫɬɨɪɠɟɧɧɵɦɝɭɥɨɦ¶,VDZP\ILUVW6ZDOORZWDLO± ever since the Aonian charm of those 
bare vowels fills me with a kind of rapturous murmur) (Drugie berega, p. 111) In Drugie 
berega, Nabokov draws on the aural potential of the Russian word for Swallowtail to link 
butterflies with art, desire and ecstasy. $VVRQDQFHLQµɚɨ¶LQWKHZRUGIRU6ZDOORZWDLO
ɦɚɯɚɨɧDQGWKHZRUGIRU$RQLDQɚɨɧɢɱɟɫɤɨɟFUHDWHVDOLQNEHWZHHQOHSLGRSWHU\DQGDUW
7KLVDVVRQDQFHLVHFKRHGE\WKHDVVRQDQFHLQµɹɟ¶LQWKHZRUGIRUILOOVɧɚɩɨɥɧɹɟɬDQG
FKDUPɨɛɚɹɧɢɟVRWKDWWKHIRUm of the sentence reinforces its evocation of a hum of ecstasy 
UHYHUEHUDWLQJWKURXJKWKHDXWKRU¶VOLIH 
Once this moment is re-translated from Russian to English, Nabokov loses the aural potential 
of the Russian word for Swallowtail. Faced with this loss of aural possibility, Nabokov does 
not revert to the plainer narration of Conclusive Evidence. Rather, he transposes the aural 
resonances he introduced into the Russian text into the visual realm. He rewrites the sighting 
RIWKH6ZDOORZWDLOLQWKLVZD\µ0y guiding angel (whose wings, except for the absence of a 
)ORUHQWLQHQLPEXVUHVHPEOHWKRVHRI)UD$QJHOLFR¶V*DEULHOSRLQWHGRXWWRPHDUDUH
YLVLWRU¶Speak, MemoryS1DERNRY¶VVLVWHU(OHQDKDGEURXJKWKLPDUHSURGXFWLRQRI
)UD$QJHOLFR¶VF450 painting of the Annunciation from the Panels for a Silver Case 
Painted for the Church of the Santissima Annunziata. Nabokov kept this reproduction on his 
writing-desk, where it bore notes about the resemblance between the angel and certain 
lepidoptera.31 The parenthetical comment suggests that Nabokov imagines his reader might 
respond to hints about the presence of several thematic designs in this moment of the 
QDUUDWLRQ6LQFHWKHDQJHO¶VZLQJVDUHLPDJLQHGLWVHHPVRGGWRVSHFLI\WKDWWKH\ODFND
Florentine nimbus. For readers who have noticed the recurring reference to Florence, 
KRZHYHULWOLQNVWKLVPRPHQWRIWKHWH[WWR1DERNRY¶VSDUHQWV¶PDUULDJHWKH\VSHQWWKHLU
KRQH\PRRQLQ)ORUHQFHDQGWRWKHPRPHQW1DERNRY¶VPRWKHUOHDUQVKHUKXVEDQGKDVEHHn 
shot (she was reading a Blok poem on Florence at the time). Similarly, the reference to the 
DSSHDUDQFHRIWKHDQJHO¶VZLQJV adds another point to the thematic design of rainbows, as Fra 
$QJHOLFR¶VZLQJVDUHVWULSHGLQGLIIHUHQWFRORXUV%HFDXVHWKHSDLQWing plays on the 
RSSRVLWLRQEHWZHHQWKH*DUGHQRI(GHQLQYDGHGE\VLQDQGWKHZDOOHGJDUGHQRIWKH9LUJLQ¶V
womb, the reference to the painting also reinforces the body of images linked by the theme of 
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gardens and parks, which are at times safe havens from the turbulence of history and at times 
paradises invaded by disorder (Speak, Memory, p. 178; p. 180; p. 237). 
Coming to an awareness of the many thematic networks present through the reference to the 
)UD$QJHOLFRSDLQWLQJHQULFKHVWKHUHDGHU¶VH[SHULHQFH but is nonetheless optional, in that if 
readers happen not to know the painting or not to see its connections with other parts of the 
text, the narration of the first sighting of the Swallowtail will still make sense. In the same 
chapter, Nabokov also makes a revision to the final version where engaging in a degree of re-
arranging of the text becomes necessary if the reader is to make sense of the narration on a 
literal level. He does this when telling of the fulfilment of a childhood ambition to name a 
new insect. In all versions, Nabokov writes how as a child he longed to discover a new 
variety of pug, and in Drugie berega and Speak, Memory he tells how, one night in Utah, he 
GLGGLVFRYHUDQLQVHFWQRZNQRZQDV1DERNRY¶V3XJ+HGRHVQRWQDUUDWHWKLVGLVFovery in 
Conclusive Evidence, though he does hint that it happened (Conclusive Evidence, p. 90). The 
narration of the birth of this ambition is in the same position in each of the versions. 
+RZHYHUWKHQDUUDWLRQRIWKHDFWXDOGLVFRYHU\RI1DERNRY¶V3XJLV not in the same place in 
Speak, Memory as it is in Drugie berega. In Drugie beregaLWFRPHVMXVWEHIRUHWKHFKDSWHU¶V
final declaration, where Nabokov says that he does not believe in time (Conclusive Evidence, 
p. 92; Drugie berega, p. 126; Speak, Memory, p. 106). In the Russian version, therefore, the 
GLVFRYHU\¶VSRVLWLRQDWWKHHQGRIWKHFKDSWHUsuggests that the whole chapter has been 
building towards this moment of culmination and fulfilled longing. It also acts as a clear 
EULGJHLQWR1DERNRY¶VSURFOamation of disbelief in time. In Speak, Memory, by contrast, the 
GLVFRYHU\RI1DERNRY¶V3XJLVGHVFULEHGHDUOLHULQWKHFKDSWHUDWWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHWKLUG
section, so that the first-time reader encounters it before Nabokov tells us that as a child he 
dreamed of discovering a new kind of pug. By the time we reach the description of his 
childish efforts to discover something new, his embarrassment when his attempts are 
GLVPLVVHGLVVRIWHQHGE\WKHUHDGHU¶VNQRZOHGJHWKDWZKHQKHZULWHVWKLVKHKDVEHHQ
accepted amongst the scientific community and has had a discovery ratified by his colleagues 
(Speak, Memory, p. 102). By having the later triumph run through the whole narration of his 
lifelong fascination with butterflies, Nabokov deepens the a-chronology of the chapter, 
making the disbelief in time it expresses part of its very structure.  
In fact, Nabokov adds new anecdotes to Speak, Memory about humiliating moments of being 
told he was wrong by famous entomologists, as if to further point up the contrast between his 
schoolboy failures and adult successes. 7KLVFRQWUDVWHPSKDVL]HVWKHJDSEHWZHHQ1DERNRY¶V
child and adult-selves but it also emphasizes the gap between the author and one of the 
readers he disapproves of. The narration of a whole series of failures which is added to this 
part of Speak, Memory contains a veiled reference to Edmund Wilson. When narrating his 
attempts to capture a rare butterfly, Nabokov has a sentence where he compares his own 
failures to those of other figures: 
You have heard champion tennis players moan after muffing an easy shot. You may 
have seen the face of the world-famous grandmaster Wilhelm Edmundson when, 
during a simultaneous display in a Minsk café, he lost his rook, by an absurd 
oversight, to the local amateur and pediatrician, Dr Schach, who eventually won. But 
that day nobody (except my older self) could see me shake out a piece of twig from an 
otherwise empty net and stare at a hole in the tarlatan. (Speak, Memory, p. 101) 
As Susan Elizabeth Sweeney points out, Wilhelm Edmundson stands for Edmund Wilson. 
7KHPHQWLRQRIDµVLPXOWDQHRXVGLVSOD\¶KHUHKLQWVWKDWWKHZRUGVPLJKWKDYHDQRWKHU
PHDQLQJDQGWKHµZKLWH:¶RQWKHEXWWHUIO\¶VXQGHUVLGHHDUOLHULQWKHSDVVDJHSRLQWVWRWKH




passage of Speak, Memory. 32 $VLQWKH1HVELW,EVHQSDVVDJHDQGWKHSDVVDJHDERXWµWKHWUXH
purpose of DXWRELRJUDSK\¶WKHUHDGHULVKHUHFRQIURQWHGZLWKDQLPDJHRIZKDWLWPHDQVWR
read well and badly. Readers who see the allusion to Wilson will know that the image of 
Wilhelm Edmundson losing his rook is an image of bad reading, but even readers who do not 
decipher the allusion will NQRZWKDWFKHVVDQGUHDGLQJDUHOLQNHGLQ1DERNRY¶VWKRXJKW from 
comments he makes elsewhere in Speak, Memory (Speak, Memory, pp. 227±28). As in the 
Nesbit/Ibsen passage, these images of failure offer guidance on what reading well means to 
Nabokov. Each of these failures is a form of missed contact, which reinforces the sense of 
reading well as a move beyond solipsism to enter a full relationship with the world or with 
another mind. The presence of the thematic design of nets in the tennis racket and the 
butterfly net reinforces the portrayal of artistic consciousness as a kind of reticulate structure 
ZKHUHWKHDUWLVW¶VPLQGLVERXQGWRRWKHUVWKURXJKOLQNVH[WHQGLQJRXWZDUGVLQDOOGLUHFWLRQV
The hole in the butterfly net that allows the butterfly to escape and leaves the young Nabokov 
holding a twig speaks of the breaks in the links between self, others and world that occur 
when forms of play break down. At such moments, the artist, the lepidopterist, and the player 
of chess and tennis, finds his relationship to the world impoverished rather than enriched.  
1DERNRY¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK:LOVRQinforms his ambivalent relationship to his imagined 
English-language reader. The hostility and defensiveness present in the way Nabokov 
addresses the Anglophone reader seems to be rendered more acute by the tantalising 
possibility that the imagined reader could be made to see the world and the text as Nabokov 
ZLVKHV:LOVRQ¶VWZLQUROHDVDQDUWLVWLFFROODERUDWRUDQGFDtastrophic mis-reader appears to 
KHLJKWHQ1DERNRY¶s sense of the great promise and great risk of his relationship with the 
reader. Seeing the text as ludic offers a way into the ambivalent relationship between the 
author and his imagined reader, as the setter of a puzzle both desires the freedom of the solver 
to play the game, while constraining him to see only through lenses created by someone else. 
Though the ways in which Nabokov addresses the reader shift as he moves between 
languages, the presence of devices which suggest a concern with WKHLPDJLQHGUHDGHU¶V
existing memory remains constant. So, too, does the counter-intuitive understanding of 
memory as a return to the new, as Nabokovian memory works on the assumption that there 
are elements of the past which have been perceived but not seen. Encounters with other 
people allow the self to see those elements of the world which they barely perceive or mis-
perceive due to solipsism. This dynamic is present in several ways: in the genesis of the text 
ZKLFKLVVKDSHGE\GLVFXVVLRQVZLWKIDPLO\PHPEHUVLQGHSLFWLRQVRIWKHDXWKRU¶VRZQ
solipsism and moves beyond it; in the efforts to bring his Anglophone readers to a new way 
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